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A Puglia Memorial
Coleman Blease*
Justice Robert K. Puglia was the Presiding Justice of the Third District Court
of Appeal for twenty-four years. As a jurist he was noted for his vigor, integrity
and intense love of the law. His memory for cases and powers of articulation are
legendary. He is less known for his uncommon ability in fashioning a court
known for its productivity, collegiality, innovation and well-crafted opinions. It
is these matters that I wish to speak about here.
An appellate court is more than an ensemble of judges. It is an organic entity
whose proper functioning depends on the subtle integration of court and staff and
on efficient procedures for the prompt resolution of its caseload. It is beset with
the demands of a vast array of complex and unique cases,' which must be
handled with precision and dispatch in compliance with the court's role in a
system of separated powers. These matters ordinarily are hidden from public
view but the proper functioning of the court depends upon the skill with which
the court is managed.
Justice Puglia was the heart and soul of the Third District Court of Appeal,
its administrator, innovator, and the articulate defender of its independence. He
led by example, involving the members of the court in major administrative
decisions. He carried a full caseload despite the burdens of his position. He was
fair and understanding in his dealings with other judges and with the staff of the
court, for whom he had a high regard and by whom he was held in high regard.
Justice Puglia developed a number of innovative programs for the efficient
management of the court's caseload. He initiated the rule which authorizes the
use of the original superior court file in lieu of a clerk's transcript on appeal. He
created a case management system by which more complex cases are assigned to
chambers not only in equal numbers but by a weighting of the cases for
difficulty. He developed a strong central staff of attorneys to work on cases that
do not warrant assignment to chambers or are within the discretionary powers of
the court over writs or within the specialized fields of juvenile dependency and
workers' compensation. These cases are handled by a procedure somewhat
unique among the appellate courts. An extensive oral presentation of the case by
a central staff attorney is made to a panel of judges which gives directions to the
attorney for the preparation of a draft opinion. An appellate case is assigned to a
member of the panel for review and editing or revision of the draft opinion. A
writ case is either denied review or assigned to chambers for the preparation of
an opinion. This procedure screens the cases for the appropriateness of central
staff assignment, maximizes the efficiency of staff, and promotes an interactive
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decision-making process among the judges. Approximately two-thirds of the
appeals to the court are handled in this manner.
In 1974, Justice Puglia initiated an appellate settlement conference program,
and in 1981, an expedited appeals program for the resolution of less extensive
civil cases. After considerable success, the programs were terminated in 1989
because it took more judicial and staff time to conduct the programs than that
required to craft an opinion.
Justice Puglia's support and encouragement of staff was a main reason for
the attraction and retention of experienced staff. He was intimately involved in
decisions regarding their selection, pay, and work facilities. He insisted that
central staff attorneys be paid on the same scale as chambers staff attorneys. He
consistently fought for increases in staff compensation. He developed a
Personnel Policies and Procedures Manual for the court which included matters
over which the Administrative Office of the Courts had no authority.
Early on Justice Puglia invested the Managing Attorney with responsibility
for the administrative oversight of central staff attorneys and the random
assignment of cases to different chambers. He established an administrative team
composed of himself, the Clerk/Administrator, and the Managing Attorney, all of
whom collaborated in resolving all issues affecting the court, including budget,
facilities, procurement, personnel policies, technology, court security, and rule
changes.
Justice Puglia oversaw multiple construction projects which, among other
improvements, removed staff from cramped spaces to offices with windows,
created chambers for new judges, and established two central and three satellite
libraries for court use. He worked with the State Librarian on securing funds for
the construction of a Library/Court Annex and the rehabilitation of the Library
and Courts building, which allowed the court to fully occupy the Fifth Floor of
the old building and to have it restored to its historical beauty and function. The
Clerk's offices were moved to the annex.
Although Justice Puglia was not the first justice to embrace the use of
computers in our court, and may have been the last to use e-mail, as a good
administrator he had an open mind and the wisdom to see the advantage of new
technology. In the late 1980's it became apparent the court needed a person to
manage our growing technology. His efforts resulted in the creation by the
Administrative Office of the Courts of the position of Information Technician for
each of the district courts of appeal.
Justice Puglia was actively involved in the creation of rules for the efficient
working of the courts, as Presiding Justice, as a member of the Judicial Council,
and as a member of the Committee of Administrative Presiding Justices. For
example, he authored the opinion which permitted a summary denial of a petition
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to review certain juvenile dependency decisions where the writ is preliminary to
the appeal of the decision.2
Lastly, Justice Puglia was instrumental in obtaining proper security for the
court. He secured private security guards and supported the Administrative
Office of the Courts in its successful efforts over several years to obtain funds to
contract with the California Highway Patrol for security in the courtroom.
For all of these reasons, it is fitting that we recognize the exceptional skill
and wisdom with which Justice Puglia administered the Third District Court of
Appeal.
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